A Global Paleoclimate
Observing System A MAJOR OBSTACLE TO PRODUCING RELIABLE predictions of climate change and its impacts is a lack of data on time scales longer than the short instrumental record. Recently initiated climate observation programs will need to be continuously operated for at least 50 years before they begin to provide information that is relevant to this problem. In contrast, natural archives of past climate variability can provide relevant information now. Unfortunately, some of the most valuable paleoclimate archives are being rapidly destroyed, largely as a result of human influences (see the related News of the Week article in this issue by Koenig). We cannot afford such an irreversible loss. The Past Global Changes (PAGES) program of the International In the NRC report and in its summary, natural variability is said to be "quite large," but both kinds of variability are treated as if they are internal. Glacial to interglacial swings are discussed without mention of the known causes. Several lines of evidence, from the instrumental and paleoclimate records (2) and from climate models (3), strongly suggest that the recent increase in global mean temperature is beyond that possible from internal processes and thus must be caused by an increase in heating. This reasoning also puts limits on how large aerosol cooling could be. Further, known causes such as changes in the Sun and volcanic activity in the past 50 years have, if anything, led to cooling in this interval, leaving only the human-caused increase in greenhouse gases as the culprit. This reasoning has also been quantitatively confirmed with climate models (3, 4) .
A consequence of mistreatment of natural climate variability in the NRC report is that the caveats are overstated. Natural climate variability is dealt with much more thoroughly in the recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assess- 
